The historical claim to possess infallible authority has often been associated with ideological dogmatism and/or attempts to buttress political power on behalf of a certain thought system. In modern times, the notion of infallibility has been regarded with suspicion, and viewed as antithetical to rational inquiry, which by its very nature acknowledges its limitations and relativity. This paper advances the following theses: (1) The degree of social and intellectual progress exhibited in human history would have been impossible without the existence of periodic external truth referents (i.e., points of infallible authority). (2) Far from being antithetical to reason, true infallibility is the main source of rationality in history, consistently preventing humanity from losing itself totally in superstition and fanaticism. (3) The positive contribution to history of infallible sources of authority (e.g., the Manifestations of God) does not depend on general recognition of their infallibility. (4) Infallibility (freedom from error) is often confounded with omniscience, thereby undermining our understanding of the different grades of conferred infallibility. (5) Religious dogmatism and fanaticism do not result from the Prophet's claim to infallibility ("what my Prophet says is true") but rather from the exclusivist ideological claim made by the Prophet's followers ("nothing else but what my Prophet says is true").
ur initial experience of reality conveys a bewildering diversity of constantly changing systems, impinging on all our senses. Our natural response to this primal experience is to look for patterns and regularities underlying the shifting stuff of the world. Such patterns, whenever we succeed in finding them, enable us to correlate countless factual details and establish principles of relationship between and among them. These relational principles are called laws in science and universals (or universal relations) in philosophy. Universal relations and laws are usually articulated as propositions, for example, as statements that make certain assertions about the way reality is configured. 1 The search for universal relations is the search for meaning-a meaning that does not and cannot inhere in mere facts. Meaning arises rather from a second-order experience, an experience of experience, in which isolated or seemingly unrelated first-order experiences of concrete reality coalesce into an intelligible whole. Whenever this happens we may say (with a certain degree of conscious oversimplification) that we have discovered a general truth about reality, in contrast to facts, which are particular truths about reality. The collection of all the propositions that we currently hold to be true, whether general or particular, articulates our personal belief system or inner model of reality.
Our personal belief system is parametered by time in that it reflects only our current understanding. We may be wrong in our initial perception that a certain relationship is truly universal (that a certain law is universally valid). Our experience of the world is always limited at best, and the facts available to test the universality of a relationship are always finite in number. A theorem of mathematical logic tells us that there are, generally speaking, an infinite number of mutually logically incompatible relationships that are consistent with any given finite set of facts. Simply put: there are always several different reasonable ways of generalizing from a given finite set of facts, and we can never be sure we have found the ultimately right generalization. 2 It is important here to distinguish between belief and truth. A relationship is true (a law holds) if what the relationship asserts (if the causal relationship described by the law) is objectively accurate, i.e., accurate regardless of our subjective desires or perceptions. A relationship can be true according to this definition without our knowing it to be so. Truth is a question of the validity of the correspondence between a given inner model of reality and some portion of reality itself. Such a correspondence may well exist without our ever knowing it to exist. 3 Truth is thus a relationship between propositions and reality, whereas belief is a relationship between propositions and a human subject, who either believes or disbelieves in a given proposition. If the preponderance of evidence at any given moment is clearly in support of the truth of a given proposition, we can do no better than to maintain belief in the truth of the relationship described by the proposition unless and until we encounter convincing contrary evidence.
Such is the essence of rationality: always to choose the most plausible belief in the light of known evidence (including coherence with previously verified beliefs). Thus, when we sometimes say that truth is relative, we mean not so much that universal relationships change (though that cannot be a priori ruled out) but rather that our knowledge of what is or is not true is constantly changing.
Barriers to Rationality
The above may be taken as a reasonably accurate account of the existential position of the individual, taken in isolation. However, we do not live in isolation. Though our personal belief system is our own, and no one else's, its content is certainly not just the fruit of our persistent, logical analysis of relative plausibilities and of careful choices that follow from such an analysis. Indeed, conscious rationality, even as we have broadly conceived it, is very rare. The rational pursuit of truth described above may be regarded as an ideal that is only occasionally perceived, much less approximated or attained by most human beings. 4 One of the reasons that attaining rationality in our everyday life is so difficult is that we are needful participants in the world and not just disinterested observers of it. Reality imposes its structure on us, but we also have inner needs that we project onto reality. We want reality to be a certain way, and are rarely content with simply finding out how reality in fact is, especially when the answer goes against our wishes or desires. This process of projecting our wishes onto reality undermines rationality and distorts our inner model. Let us call these needgenerated distortions of our inner model.
There are also other-generated distortions of our inner model, which result from biased or false information that we receive from other subjects like ourselves, and which we uncritically assimilate into our personal belief system.
Generally speaking, there are two ways that our inner model can be inaccurate. On one hand, there may be features of reality which have no counterpart in our inner model. In such a case, our belief system is inadequate in the precise sense that it under represents reality as it is. On the other hand, an individual's model may contain O elements which have no counterpart in reality. We say that such a model is false. We should suspect our model of inadequacy if we frequently encounter phenomena we do not expect. We should suspect falsity when we frequently expect phenomena we do not encounter.
The combination of need-generated and other-generated distortions in our belief system leads to many inadequacies and falsities. To the extent that these distortions dominate our mental and emotional life, they defeat our capacity for rationality and for the generation of an inner model based on conscious knowledge and rational choice. The mechanism of these distortions can enslave us to untruth.
Freedom is sometimes conceived as the freedom to believe whatever one wants and to do whatever one chooses. But, wherein lies the freedom in believing what is false? Our beliefs, and more particularly our actions based on our beliefs, have objective consequences. If our beliefs are false, our actions will be unrealistic and will usually lead to negative or unhappy consequences for ourselves and for others. If our beliefs are largely true, our actions will be based on knowledge instead of ignorance and will, on the whole, be more positive than negative.
The above-mentioned mechanisms of belief distortion render the individual's achievement of rationality extremely difficult even in the best of circumstances, and most certainly in unfavorable circumstances (as in early abuse, neglect, trauma). Moreover, irrationality tends to breed more irrationality-a sort of entropy law of human psychology. 5 The exceptional individual may achieve and even sustain rationality within an unfavorable context, but the vast majority will succumb to the prevailing atmosphere of unreasoning emotionality. What, then, can or does prevent humanity from degenerating into a prerational barbarism, a state which appears inevitable if man is left to his own devices? Humankind stands in need of an external source or force capable of liberating and unleashing the innate human potential for rationality-a potential that simply cannot be actualized spontaneously by the unaided individual.
External Truth Referents
In spite of its ups and downs, highs and lows, history does show a progression toward the organization of society on ever-higher levels of unity: the family, the tribe, the city-state, the nation. This gradual complexification of society would be literally impossible without a corresponding increase in the individual's capacity to actualize her or his potential for rationality. This suggests that social progression has been driven by some external force or forces that have counteracted the natural entropic tendency of unaided humans to degenerate into irrationality. In order to increase rationality, such an external force would have to serve in some manner as a truth referent, that is, as a standard that enabled people generally to clear out distortions from their personal belief systems and hence attain a higher degree of rationality in their beliefs and actions. Indeed, such a truth referent would have to be a source of truth, perhaps even an incarnation of truth that would serve as an educative example of true rationality for humanity.
The fact is that human history presents us with a negentropic social evolution, which requires explanation. This much is beyond any rational doubt. However, discovering the true explanation for the upward movement of social evolution is quite another matter.
Refining Our Inner Model
A person's inner model represents reality for that person. Indeed, for the individual, his or her inner model is reality. We may know abstractly that our belief system is bound to contain some false propositions, but we do not know which propositions are in fact false, for as soon as we recognize the falsity of a certain proposition, we no longer believe in (hold as true) that proposition. For example, it would not be possible for me to know that grass is green but still believe it to be red, because knowledge implies belief. To believe a proposition is to perceive that proposition to be true. If our inner model of reality contains a certain feature, it is because we perceive that feature to be part of reality.
Thus, by the very nature of the role our inner model plays in our life, we have no spontaneous insight into dissonances between our model and reality. When our model changes in fact, we will simply perceive reality differently, in a new way. We will not usually say: "Oh, I see, my inner model previously incorporated certain false propositions and now, in the light of new information, I have replaced this proposition with a true one." Such a statement would represent a more sophisticated second-order knowledge about knowledge (what we might call process knowledge) whereas the spontaneous change in our inner model is a first-order experience of reality itself ("fact" knowledge), which may or may not be accompanied by the relevant process insight.
How, then, is it possible for us to gain insight into potential dissonances between our inner model and reality? The only way is by careful attention to the feedback information we glean from our encounters with reality. Our inner model represents to us the way we expect reality to behave. If our expectations are persistently unmet, then we should suspect that part of our inner model is faulty. We can then make guesses (hypotheses) about where the falsity may lie and devise specific encounters (experiments) that are especially directed toward testing those propositions we regard as suspect. Such a process of observation, hypothesizing, and testing, will lead gradually to modifications in our inner model, and hopefully to refinements that render it more accurate and more comprehensive.
Thus, the refinement of our inner model proceeds (if it does proceed) by gradually replacing false elements with true ones and by adding novel true propositions to it. But each new step forward opens up new vistas of which we were previously unaware, and poses new questions we could not even have formulated at an earlier stage. In other words, it is progress in knowledge itself which makes us aware of the extent of our ignorance and which leads us to new speculations, some of which will necessarily be false.
So, no matter how successful we may be in undertaking the process of refining our inner model, at any given stage of development, our personal belief system will nonetheless contain a number of false propositions of whose falsity we will, of course, be unaware at the time. To say that our knowledge of reality is progressive means that we do not have to remain forever in doubt about the same propositions. But it does not guarantee that we will ever arrive at a point where we eliminate all falsity from our belief system.
Fallibility and Infallibility
To say that our personal belief system must, at every stage of its development, contain falsities is another way of saying that we ordinary humans are fallible. We do not possess in ourselves any absolute measure of truth. We are liable to error, and (most of us) are aware of that fact. We recognize ourselves as striving for truth but having continually to deal with the fact of our liability to false belief.
To be infallible is thus to be "not fallible," in other words, not liable to error. A necessary condition of infallibility is that the personal belief system of an infallible individual would never contain any false propositions. An infallible person does not in fact make any mistakes in judgments about the structure of reality.
Notice that fallibility and infallibility, as we have here defined them, are properties of persons, not of propositions. A proposition is true if it is accurate and is false otherwise. In particular, it makes no sense to say that a proposition is fallible or infallible. Infallibility, if and when it ever exists-a question we defer for the moment-is the property of being free from all liability to error, and one of the signs of infallibility is that one never has, in fact, any false beliefs.
Even though the above notion of infallibility is quite straightforward, it is nonetheless frequently confused with other notions. The most frequent confusion is to consider that infallibility implies, or is equivalent to, omniscience (all knowledge). Of course, such a confusion is understandable. How else indeed could a person be entirely free from error except by having perfect or special knowledge of all things? The answer is that one can be error-free without knowing very much at all, simply by a radical restriction of one's belief system. One remains agnostic about any controversial or nontrivial issue.
Suppose, for example, that during my whole lifetime I choose never to assert anything other than propositions that are trivially and obviously true (for example, grass is green, fire burns, water flows, good is better than evil). Then, I will never be liable to error, since I choose only to believe in propositions that are certain because they are obvious and trivial. This would require, of course, that I deliberately suspend judgment about a host of propositions that are probably true but not certainly known to be so. I would be infallible, but without having any knowledge useful to other people whatsoever. You may protest that this is a contrived example, but the logical point it illustrates is nonetheless significant: that the mere fact of infallibility does not, in itself, necessitate any degree of useful knowledge.
The converse, of course, is not true. If a person were indeed all-knowing, then that person would be an infallible authority, providing of course that he or she chose not to lie to others. This latter condition shows that omniscience, infallibility, and moral behavior are intricately linked.
Another logical possibility is that a person is, in fact, infallible but does not know himself to be so. He would suspend judgment concerning the question of his own infallibility but take into account the possibility of his fallibility by being so careful and cautious in his judgments that he indeed never makes mistakes. No one would recognize the infallibility of such a person. All (including the person himself) would consider his judgments as just one more potentially fallible human opinion among others. In this case, the person would be infallible in fact but regarded as fallible.
The opposite case is also possible: an individual who is in fact fallible but who sets out to convince others of his infallibility. An example would be a charming psychopath who attracts a cult of followers having absolute faith in him. This example is not so contrived and, as we all know, has appeared regularly throughout history and persists within the modern cultural milieu. For followers of such a charismatic leader, the payoff is the feeling of security they derive from the sense of absolute certitude, although the price they pay is that of abandoning totally their own autonomous judgment. They freely regard their own judgments as fallible, except for the particular judgment that their leader is infallible.
How does a fallible human being convince others of his infallibility? Techniques vary, but usually include one or more of the following: stating trivial and obvious truths, but in a way that makes them appear deep and oracular; making ambiguous statements and prophecies which are subject to virtually any interpretation and can therefore be regarded as confirmed no matter what happens in reality; telling people what they want to hear (for example, that they can and should freely indulge their sexuality). Charismatic psychopaths develop a keen sense of who is or is not vulnerable to manipulation. They concentrate on those who are and find mechanisms for excluding from the group those who are not (e.g., persons who are insincere because they question, who threaten the unity and coherence of the group, who are an insult to the sacred leader, or who are shallow and unable to perceive the deep truths being offered by the leader).
Disregarding trivial variations, there are basically two inner models of a person's self (self-concepts) that are possible in a case of a false claimant to infallibility. Either he knows himself to be fallible, in which case he is a liar and an imposter, or else he is himself convinced of his own infallibility, in which case he is self-deluded. The former would be the case of clever psychopaths, whose success depends on awareness of their fallibility, an awareness that enables them to take measures to prevent their unmasking. The latter case would be more typical of some psychotics whose capacity for self-delusion seems virtually infinite. However, in certain cases, such individuals can be quite successful in attracting a following. One reason is that they appear so certain of their infallibility. How indeed, some will ask, could a fallible person be so sure of himself ?
Considering all possible claimants for infallibility, there are thus four logical possibilities: the person is fallible and knows himself to be so (the case of most of us, but also of deceiving psychopaths who may knowingly advance false claims to infallibility); the person is infallible but does not know himself to be so (perhaps a very sincere, humble, and careful person); the person is fallible but thinks himself infallible (self-delusion); finally, the person is infallible and knows himself to be so. This last possibility would be the case of the true Prophets and Messengers of God. We have left for last the discussion of this latter case, since it is the one that interests us the most.
The Theory of Progressive Revelation
Bahá'u'lláh (1817-92), the Prophet-Founder of the Bahá'í Faith, has articulated a theory of history that seeks to explain rationally and scientifically the negentropic upward movement of human history. According to this theory, the motive force of human social evolution and progress has been the periodic intervention in history of an allknowing, morally perfect, intrinsically infallible Prophet or Messenger of God. Being all-knowing, the Prophet is intrinsically infallible, and being morally perfect, he will not lie or deceive others. The Prophet thus serves as an external truth referent for the whole of humanity, a perfect pitch pipe which sounds the pure note allowing all who hear to readjust their inner models to reality. As Shoghi Effendi has said, ". . . the whole theory of Divine Revelation rests on the infallibility of the Prophet, be He Christ, Muhammad, Bahá'u'lláh, or one of the others. If They are not infallible then They are not divine, and thus lose that essential link with God which, we believe, is the bond that educates men and causes all human progress" (qtd. in Universal House of Justice, Issues 6).
Commenting on the inherent infallibility of the Manifestations, 'Abdu'l-Bahá says, "Since the Sanctified Realities, the supreme Manifestations of God, surround the essence and qualities of the creatures, transcend and contain existing realities and understand all things, therefore, Their knowledge is divine knowledge, and not acquired-that is to say, it is a holy bounty; it is divine revelation" (Some Answered Questions 157-58).
Elsewhere, 'Abdu'l-Bahá affirms both the infallibility and the sinlessness of the Manifestations: ". . . the supreme Manifestations certainly possess essential infallibility, therefore whatever emanates from Them is identical with the truth, and conformable to reality. . . . Whatever They say is the word of God, and whatever They perform is an upright action" (Some Answered Questions 173). The "essential infallibility" spoken of here is uniquely characteristic of the Manifestation: ". . . this condition is peculiar to that Holy Being, and others have no share of this essential perfection. . . . the Manifestation arises with perfect wisdom-so that whatever the supreme Manifestations says and does is absolute wisdom, and is in accordance with reality" (Some Answered Questions 173).
Let us sum up the principal points contained in these passages: (1) the Manifestations of God are endowed with an essential infallibility which is unique to them; (2) essential infallibility is based on divinely endowed omniscience and on perfect virtue (sinlessness); (3) the pronouncements of the Manifestations are true in the generic sense (that we have defined above) of accurately reflecting the structure of reality. (The important point here is that there is no specially religious form of truth distinct from scientific truth or truth in general.)
